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Confident statements about him are everywhere. Here is a typical description from twenty years ago:
The scop had at court an important post which he might lose to another, or leave to take up a similar elsewhere. His primary function was to compose and to sing to the accompaniment of his harp songs which would spread the fame of his royal patron. He could also sing songs which celebrated the mighty deeds of ancient heroes: indeed, his mind was full of the traditional and heroic lore which he needed as court genealogist and historian. Like the skald, he was not instructed at a bardic school. His rewards were substantial, gifts of clothes, of gold and silver, and grants of land. 3 We are continually told that '[Anglo-Saxon] singers were honored and skilled performers for aristocratic patrons',4 that 'heroic lays and praise poems . . . were the favorite entertainment of the court', where 'the king's scop sat at the feet of the king', 5 and that 'the primal situation of king and bard obtained in pagan English times and continued, modified in varying degrees, down to the Norman Conquest'. 6 Such glimpses of the poet in society are standard fare, enriching our lectures and enlivening our books. They are also no more than hopeful speculations hallowed by repetition.
For nothing can be proven, not even that such a poet never existed. Oral poets holding a publicly recognized office are found in medieval Ireland, Wales and Scotland, as in medieval Scandinavia. But if such poets existed in Anglo-Saxon England, they have vanished without a trace. Perhaps they never were. The unionized filid and bards of the medieval Celtic world, whose duties, privileges and pay scales were defined by law, and the skalds, professional eulogists and satirists of the North, may have been an altogether different breed from the shadowy Anglo-Saxon oral poet. Perhaps the making of verse was not a specialized profession in Anglo-Saxon England, but the province of free-lance practitioners or skilled amateurs; or perhaps poetic craft was so unspecialized that everybody participated to some degree.7 All we can be sure of is our ignorance.
Those of us who were postgraduate students in the 1960s, the psychedelic, oracular, tribal and improvisatory decade that brought us the Beat Poets and the Beatles, Bob Dylan and Elvis in Hollywood, remember the enthusiasm with which the orality of Anglo-Saxon poets was probed and proved. At a time when a new 14 BULLETIN JOHN RYLANDS LIBRARY Although it might be fun to pile up quotations from current writers concerning the nature of the Anglo-Saxon oral poet, for the sake of time and long friendships I shall focus instead on the three ages most responsible for forming the Saxon singer we know today: namely, the second half of the eighteenth century; Anglo-Saxon England itself; and the first half of the twelfth century. Each of these periods built up a picture of a proto-English poet plying his trade a millennium and a half ago. Surveying these reconstructed bards and responses to them across the centuries, we can observe the swings back and forth between credulity and doubt, between creative optimism and cognitive agnosticism. The errors in our predecessors' evocations turn out to be as varied, unexpected and revealing as our own. We can map out the prejudices and misconceptions of the past, spying on the early explorers as they populated unknown seas with red herrings and great whales. And in so doing we learn not only which attitudes toward the Anglo-Saxon poet prevalent today are grounded in an obsolete scholarship, but also that our own formulations are no less bound than theirs to a particular time and place.
One of Brigid Brophy's endearing judgements is that the two most entertaining subjects in the world are the eighteenth century and sex; she is, as Anthony Burgess has noted, only half right. 14 That print-saturated century was obsessed with -naturally -oral poets and poetry; suddenly, just after mid-century, writers all over Europe began to seek the bard here, there and everywhere. In the Enlightenment Homer and his kind had become pale abstractions, an author-function rather than living, breathing, vivid personalities. But after 1750 complacent parallels between Britain and Augustan Rome began to give way to a gloating curiosity about the decline of the Roman Empire and about the silent tribes massing in cold dawns beyond its frontiers. Bards became big. In 1757 Oliver Goldsmith complained that his learned colleagues, labouring over the ancient poets of Greece and Rome, were almost totally ignoring their own. whirlpools, tasteful moonlit grottoes, a decorative precipice or two. And in every hollow an emoting bard. Winged words and loose numbers flew around by the thousands. Homer was there, of course; he had been identified as an oral poet, in some way or other, since at least the 1730s, although never more openly than in the recent study by Robert Wood. 22 The Norse skalds were much in evidence, esteemed since the seventeenth century as a particularly poetic tribe, despite their habit of drinking from skulls and chanting the same six or seven set pieces over and over again; 23 they wore broad grins, having just heard that Henry Home, Lord Kames, was publicly praising them for the 'love and regard' in which they held 'the female sex'. 24 A watchful minstrel in rags and tatters hovered around their encampment; two testimonials were engraved on his cloak-pin: one, signed Thomas Warton (1774), noted 'skill in oral poetry'; 25 the other, signed Robert Henry (1774), read 'Alfred, prince of poets'. 26 Further into the park, defiant on a windblown cliff, Thomas Gray's black-robed Bard was getting ready to re-enact his leap into the abyss for the next busload of schoolchildren;27 the performed at the request of Fanny Burney and her sisters did not, as she noted in her Diary, remind them at all of Ossian. 35 The crowdpleaser that summer was the Persian poet Hafiz of Shiraz, master of the erotic ghazal, who reclined, wine-cup in hand, on a king-size divan, reciting unbowdlerized versions of his recently-Englished odes (1774). 36 'A gusle in every house' was the catchy motto of the 'Illyrian' (alias Serbo-Croatian) bards in the next enclosure; they were improvising their national epics at triple speed now that the learned author of Viaggio in Dalmazia (1774) had likened them to Ossian. 37 A narrow, easily passable fen separated their compound from the next, which featured a dark, possibly ruminating figure, largely hidden within a cowshed made of woven wattle. Two portly gentlemen stood outside, peering near-sightedly through the twigs and taking notes, but they saw nobody. Their guidebook said that here dwelled the scop or Anglo-Saxon oral poet.
One of the two visitors was Robert Henry, who in 1774, in the second volume of his History of Great Britain, was attempting to locate in Anglo-Saxon England 'that strong propensity to the sublime and ardent strains of poetry which hath appeared in all nations, in the most early period of their history'.38 His companion, Thomas Warton, whose History of English poetry had appeared that same year, finding no trace of this original bard, blamed 'the conversion of the Saxons to Christianity' for abolishing 'in some measure their native and original vein of poetic fabling'. 39 Neither scholar was able to read an Old English text in the original (few in the period could), and neither was aware of any Old English verse that showed scops in action;40 but they knew what the AngloSaxon oral poet should be like: a chosen friend and favourite of kings, a praiser of battle glory, an admirer of 'the beauties of the fair, and the joys and cares of virtuous love'; 41 his verse was 'picturesque and figurative' to the core, for he descended from a northern race for whom 'a skill in poetry' was 'a national science'. 42 This information, which Henry and Warton dutifully conveyed, was curiously unrelated to the two Old English poems they show any familiarity with, both of which seemed to be written by clerics or monastic chroniclers.43 But Henry and Warton expected a primitive Saxon poet, and expectations, at least in literature, have a way of coming true. In Through the looking-glass, the king, waiting impatiently for two Anglo-Saxon Messengers, says to Alice:
'Just look along the road, and tell me if you can see either of them'. 'I see nobody on the road', said Alice. 'I only wish /had such eyes', the King remarked in a fretful tone. 'To be able to see Nobody! And at that distance too!' 44
According to hyperrealist theories of language, whatever can be named exists. Not only does Nobody suddenly materialize as an Anglo-Saxon Messenger before Alice's eyes, but he displays, as the King observes, all the right 'Anglo-Saxon attitudes' too.
In the mid-eighteenth century, even sober erudition can bear witness to the power of the great god Wish, whom Jacob Grimm was the first to name. 45 Scholars set to work filling the silences of the historical record with whatever the heart needed and dreamt. Henry and Warton succeeded in attributing to the Anglo-Saxon oral A funny thing happened to this plaintive monarch on the way to the nineteenth century: he became an oral poet.
The mid-eighteenth century, which put poetry and music at the very centre of human existence, quickly put them at the very centre of Alfred's life; and the scholar-king of L'lsle's 'Preface' was transformed into a minstrel-prince warbling woodnotes wild in the moonlight. As early as 1741 Alfred is praised for being 'not more famous as a Law-giver, or a Conqueror, than as a Poet'; he is extolled as 'the Reviver of Poesy, and ... by much the greatest Man in that Way, of the Age in which he liv'd'. 54 The great princes of the North were also great poets, 'no less ambitious of the laurel', as Robert Henry explained in 1774, 'than of the royal crown'. Oh thou my soul's desire, Where'er thou art, come forth and let me see Thy long-lost countenance ....
Life of my life and spirit pure as heaven, Come forth and see thy minstrel! Sick at heart, He wanders through the sea and earth and air To meet thy glance beloved! Look around, And ease his heart, who never joy hath felt Since thou did'st leave him. From the clouds above, Peep out, beloved! from yon purple cloud, Behold me faithful still, nor let me more, Wander through earth in lonely misery.63 Joseph Strutt's slightly later drama Ancient times pours on the paganism: the royal minstrel ingratiates himself with the Danes and the dramatist's public by singing of Odin and valcyries, the wolf and the vulture. 64 The longest and perhaps worst poem on Alfred is John Fitchett's, weighing in at forty-eight books and over 130,000 lines.65 One memorable scene depicts the prince's French stepmother teaching the little boy minstrel poetry, including that Carolingian favourite, the song of Roland (VIII, 1035). When Alfred, the 'worthiest and best skill'd/Acknowledged prince of bards' (I, 1480-1), takes up a harp to eulogize a fallen comrade, it is a kind of double death, given Fitchett's way with verse.
Numerous prefaces, learned footnotes and stage directions in these works supplied readers with the 'facts' about Anglo-Saxon minstrels, their apparel, education, tools of the trade and tastes in poetry. James Sheridan Knowles in his drama Alfred the Great; or The patriot king describes, somewhat ingenuously, what costume the actor playing the disguised king should wear: 'Large brown mantle, similar to a minstrel's habit of the period, with hood attached'. 66 Henry James Pye, author of a six-book epic on Alfred, has his hero taught his craft by a woman, and a footnote explains: 'Alfred is said to have first caught the spirit both of poetry and heroism, from hearing his step-mother recite poems on the heroic actions of his ancestors. There is an excellent picture on this subject by Westall'. 67 Joseph Cottle's annotations have much to report about oral poetry in Anglo-Saxon England. He confirms, for example, that:
Both music and poetry were much admired and cultivated by the Anglo-Saxons. The halls of all the Saxon kings, princes, and nobles, rang with the united sound of the poet's voice and the musician's harp. The poet and the musician were most commonly the same person, who, blessed at once with a poetical genius, a tuneful voice, and skilful hand, sung and played the song which he had composed. Talents so various and delightful were objects of ambition to the greatest monarchs, and procured the meanest who possessed them, both riches, honors, and royal favour.
The note concludes: 'Alfred the Great, who united every pleasing to every great accomplishment, excelled as much in music as he did in war; and ravished his enemies with his harp, before he subdued them with his sword'. 68 These sentences were not original: copied almost verbatim from Robert Henry's History of 1774, they look back to a work published some thirty-five years earlier, Thomas Percy's 'Essay on the ancient minstrels in England'. 69 History, as Macaulay observed when a very young man, 'lies on the confines of two distinct territories. It is under the jurisdiction of two hostile powers', named Imagination and Reason, whose rights are defended by storytellers and verifiers respectively. In the second half of the eighteenth century, this ancient conflict was renewed in the form of a feud between two men, one of whom sought to paint the Anglo-Saxon bards vividly, in all their colours and dimensions, to display, as Thomas Percy described his goal, 'the peculiar manners and customs of former ages'; 70 the other, Joseph Ritson, would have none of this; he dismissed Percy's noble minstrel as 'a mere hypothesis, without the least support from fact or history, or any thing, in a word, but a visionary or fancyful imagination'. 71 Percy was probably the first post-Conquest writer to use the term 'scop' to refer to the Anglo-Saxon poet;72 and Ritson, the first to employ the word 'source' to indicate 'a work . . . supplying information or evidence'. 73 Both 'firsts' speak volumes. 68 Alfred, an epic poem, 263 (XIII, note 8). This notion of a powerful Saxon poet seems to underlie Sharon Turner's delightful mistranslation of Beowulf 77-9, in which a scop replaces the king: 'When it was all ready,/ the great hall-chamber,/ The poet named it Heort:/ he that of his words/ had extensive power'. The history of the Anglo-Saxons, 2nd edn (London, 1807), 296. Cottle is particularly well-informed on Alfred's taste in vernacular poets: Csdmon is identified as 'an old Saxon Poet, to whose writings Alfred was greatly attached' and Aldhelm, as 'the best of all the Saxon Poets' according to Alfred (94- Percy's interest in the poetry of the medieval North had been aroused by the Swiss historian Paul Henri Mallet, whose two-volume study of the social and cultural history of ancient Scandinavia appeared in French in 1755-56. 74 In a letter of 1764 and in a draft drawn up at the same time for his publishers, Percy explains that he has prepared a translation of Mallet because the subject 'must peculiarly interest the English reader, who will here find a faithful picture of his Saxon ancestors, as they existed before they left their German forests'. 75 Mallet in 1755, and Percy in the 1763 'Preface' to Five pieces of runic poetry,, had stressed the honour in which the profession of skald was held in the North. 76 In 1765, in his 'Essay on the ancient minstrels in England', Percy proposed that what was true for the skald was true for the Anglo-Saxon vernacular poet.
This 'Essay' was nine pages long in the first edition of the Reliques of ancient English poetry. Only the initial three pages (xv-xvii) were devoted to Anglo-Saxon 'minstrels', and Percy stated his conclusion at the outset: 'Our Saxon ancestors, as well as their brethren, the ancient Danes, had been accustomed to hold men of this profession in the highest reverence. Their skill was considered as something divine, their persons were deemed sacred, their attendance was solicited by kings, and they were every where loaded with honours and rewards' (xv). And later, in slightly different words: 'In the early ages . . . this profession was held in great reverence among the Saxon tribes, as well as among their Danish brethren. . . . The privileges and honours conferred upon the professors of [music and poetry] were common to both; as it is well known their customs, manners, and even language, were not in those times very dissimilar' (xvi). Percy acknowledged that the days of these primitive bards were numbered: 'in proportion as letters prevailed among [the Anglo-Saxons], this rude admiration began to abate, and poetry was no longer a peculiar profession. The Poet and the Minstrel became two persons' (xvi).77 Then, to illustrate 74 (Copenhagen, 1755) His revision, which appeared in the second edition of the Reliques (1767), was more than six times longer than the original: twenty pages of text and thirty-eight pages of notes. 79 The new version was also more circumspect, stressing the 'scanty and defective' nature of the surviving materials, and the consequent weakness of any argument from silence (xxii). His own case is based on analogy and common sense: if bards were honoured in the continental lands inhabited by the Anglo-Saxons, and were 'common and numerous' in England after the Conquest, what, he asks, 'could have become of them in the intermediate time?' (xxiii). And he adds another anecdote about a Saxon in minstrel disguise, this time Geoffrey of Monmouth's story of one Baldulf harping his way through enemy lines. Thus reinforced and ballasted, Percy's illiterate English minstrel, heir to the 'Gothic' bard and not carefully distinguished from him, survived to dominate not only his own discussion but also scholarly conjectures about the Anglo-Saxon oral poet for the next century and a half.
Introduction a I'histoire de Dannemarc ou I'on trails de la religion, des loix, des moeurs et des usages des anciens Danois
One man, Joseph Ritson, was not impressed by Percy's portrayal, and said so over and over again for some twenty years. In his view, 'the little information that can be obtained upon the songs and music of the Anglo-Saxons' -let alone their singers -was insufficient for any credible reconstruction.80 If the profession of oral poet was a feature of Anglo-Saxon society, as it was in the Celtic and later Scandinavian worlds, no record of such has come down to us. Ritson had no tolerance for fiction that passed itself off as fact, no matter how 'brave, comprehensive, and imaginative' the historian's vision.81 Unsatisfied longings were for him preferable to unsatisfactory answers, and honest not-knowing, superior to false understanding. Percy's desire to please 'polite taste' and his consequent elevation and gentrification of the Saxon minstrel seemed to Ritson dangerously dishonest; he portrayed his adversary as on a slippery slope leading in the end to a rejection of the little that time had spared. 82 Warton, to Ritson's outrage, had taken this final step when he omitted Old English verse from his History of English poetry, in part on the grounds that it was not sufficiently 'native' or 'pagan', not an emanation of Percy's hypothetical original poet. 83 Not finding the desired vast cataracts, dark fens and cavernous haunts, he refused to survey the field as a whole.
The debate between Ritson and Percy is renewed, under various flags, in every age, and re-enacted, to some degree, in every mind. The pendulum seems to move back and forth between Reason and Imagination in the course of a single century, alternating between periods that emphasize text, product and archaeological reconstruction and those that emphasize world, process and aesthetic reliving, between eras for which understanding is primarily verbal or philological and those for which it is fundamentally visual or psychological. Some ages praise the work, others, the creator in his work. Scholars not in perfect 'sync' with their particular historical moment dedicate themselves either to replacing 'antiquarianism' with various forms of cultural criticism, or, like Ritson, to eliminating the errors, fabrications and myths that others have spent their lives circulating. Everyone keeps busy. 84
At the beginning of this century, H.M. Chadwick, in a volume that did much to shape our thinking about Anglo-Saxon poets and their verse, stated that 'there is some reason for believing that, for the most part, [the poems] are the work of minstrels rather than of literary men'. 85 'Flat nonsense', 'misrepresentation of the facts', the 
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BULLETIN JOHN RYLANDS LIBRARY spirit of Ritson, as ungentlemanly as ever, screams; but Percy's resilient minstrel-author, no matter how often suppressed, seems always, like a jack-in-the-box, to pop up again. 86 None of the AngloSaxon material that has come to light since Percy's day seems to know this minstrel, but then the records, including the three poems that depict fictive scops and gleemen in the act of composing and performing, do not tell us much about the elusive English poet. 87 We have recently been assured that 'Most of our information about the scop is contained in three Old English poems, Beowulf, Deor and Widsiih?** This is very bad news. For a start, none of the oral poets in these poems is an Angle, Saxon, Jute, or even Frisian; all live on the continent, in a vague heroic period long before the narrators' time. The depiction in Beowulf of two anonymous Danish scops reciting stories from northern legend (853-97, 1068-1159) and another two singing songs in the royal hall (86-98, 496-7) indicates only that the author, in whatever century he lived, believed that ancient Danes were likely to behave that way, not that song was his own medium of exchange. In Deor and Widsith, too, all we have are English poets writing poetry about the singing of poetry by far-off, fictive Germanic scops.89 As if chosen by central casting, these bards reciting the tales of the tribe in the very presence of great kings, heroes and ring-givers behave just as the eighteenth-century bardic myth said they would. Yet they are no more likely than Macpherson's third-century Gaelic bard to reflect unmediated historical reality.
Historical imagination, the ability to paint the past as if it were something other than the present, did not have to wait until modern times to be born. The poets of Anglo-Saxon England were just as free as those in the eighteenth century to stress the differences between ancient days and the present, to conjure up for themselves a magnificent aristocratic descent, a proud past embodying current dreams. In both periods the oral poet materializes like a fairy godmother to mark and legitimize the birth of a northern consciousness, conceived by scholars and statesmen in emulation of classical antiquity; and his very presence serves to authenticate the surrounding narrative by showing how 'genuine' native material, in the form of short, orally-transmitted songs, could have survived the intervening centuries.90 Yet the Anglo-Saxon author's illusion of historical truth is so strong that it has been taken for the reality. We confuse the reconstructed fourth-to sixth-century world of Beowulf and the scop poems with the far different world in which their authors lived and worked, as in the following model of misrepresentation:
The subject-matter of the surviving poetry reinforces the picture of the position of the minstrel and the function of poetry which we have already gathered from glimpses of scops in action in the poems: that it was composed for recitation at court for an audience such as that depicted in Beowulf, the king and queen, their thanes and counsellors.91 This is like saying that Walt Disney's animated cartoons were made for an audience of mice and ducks.
The only near-contemporary account of an Anglo-Saxon oral poet is Bede's story of Caedmon, the illiterate seventh-century labourer who lived near the monastery at Whitby and was singled out for divine favour precisely because he could not sing.92 Bede tells how Caedmon used to leave the feast when the harp was handed 90 The idea that nonliterate people remembered their past in song was a commonplace of classical ethnography (e.g., Tacitus round for each reveller to sing to in turn. One night, having bolted from the party and gone off to the byre, he received in a dream the gift of poetry. But there was a catch: the award could only be used for devout purposes, for versifying the scriptural narratives read to him by the monks.
Bede's story is a beginning and an end: a beginning, because his dreamer achieved a breakthrough for vernacular verse; after him, bright Christian 'meed' could be poured into old Germanic beer bottles. 'Who', a modern historian exults, 'could have anticipated Ceedmon's outburst of song in a Northumbrian cowshed?'93 But Caedmon is also an end: we shall never know what songs the feasters sang the night he left the banquet early. Every detail of Bede's account has been probed for what it can tell us of pre-Caedmonian secular oral entertainments. Much has been made, for example, of Bede's statement that, when each reveler should sing in turn, a harp was passed from hand to hand.94 In the early nineteenth century, Sharon Turner saw this apparently local custom as an experiment in 'social improvement', a way of uniting 'intellectual diversions' with 'the pleasures of the table';95 some years later, John Lingard saw it as an example of primitive democracy, as evidence that in Saxon times rich and poor shared the same taste in songs; he concluded that the ability to chant minstrel songs 'to the harp was an acquirement common even to the lowest classes'. 96 Yet the harp or lyre circling among dinner guests is not an exclusively insular custom. In Book III of his Etymologies, Isidore lists the various kinds of poems and musical instruments appropriate to different occasions, concluding: 'At feasts, indeed, the lyre or harp was passed around, and an entertaining type of song was appointed to each of those reclining at the table'.97 Perhaps the Whitby diners were just doing as the Romans did.
The mid-twentieth-century revival of interest in living folkpoetry took Csedmon to its heart as the case history of an AngloSaxon oral singer; but he was not always so lucky. 98 William of Malmesbury, in his Gesta pontificum, the first ecclesiastical history of England after Bede's, dismisses him in two brief sentences, never even naming 'that monk whom Bede reports received knowledge of song by divine gift'. 99 The oddity here is that the early twelfth century was a great age for generating Anglo-Saxon oral poets: their faintest footprints were perceived in desert places and the rest of them reconstituted with gusto. With the exception of Caedmon, every supposedly non-fictional Saxon oral poet catalogued from Percy's day to the present makes his first appearance in the twelfthcentury monastic world, most of them in two historical works by William of Malmesbury. 100 In the first, the Gesta regum, we find Alfred and Anlaf disguised as minstrels, a harper and singer at Athelstan's coronation, and a scoundrel of a minstrel in Edgar's reign; and evidence said to derive from cantilenae or popular short ballads fills out the kingships of Athelstan and Edgar as well as the marriage ceremony of Cnut's daughter. 101 In the second of William's histories, the Gesta pontificum, Aldhelm, co-founder of William's own monastery and West-Saxon coeval of Casdmon, is featured performing in public as an oral poet. 102 As part of this anecdote, William reports the opinion that there was never in any age any poet equal to Aldhelm (nulla umquam aetate par ei fuerit quisquam), a remark curiously reminiscent of Bede's comment about his local hero Csedmon, that no other English poet could compare with him (sed nullus eum aequiperare potuif). 103 The echo may be deliberate. Despite William's well-known reverence for Bede, his histories display a distinctly West-Saxon perspective that turns Northumbria into a backwater; 104 indeed, everything of value seems to wash up in Wessex, even the honour of producing England's first vernacular poet.
William's account of Aldhelm as an oral poet, our only evidence that the latter ever recited or composed in English, has struck sympathetic chords in our scholarship. An anonymous minstrel or a king in disguise is a treat; a named, sophisticated scholar singing to and serving unlettered countrymen seems a trend. 105 One distinguished historian tells us that we cannot doubt Aldhelm's deep concern for the needs of his society 'when we know that he used to take his lyre down to a bridge over the river at Malmesbury and sing to the passing crowds in order to win them to church'; 106 another assures us that an English canon of 746 urging priests not to babble in church like secular poets is evidence 'that the trend in vernacular religious poetry begun in the seventh century by men like Aldhelm and Caedmon had got out of hand'. 107 Yet William's knowledge of a singing Aldhelm is far from immediate. What he actually gives us is a twelfth-century summary of a putative ninth-century anecdote about a seventh-century event, with each layer in increasing doubt.
A slightly earlier twelfth-century Life of Aldhelm by the Italian Faricius, who may have been William's teacher, does not mention the saint's minstrelsy: the founder of Malmesbury merely preaches to crowds on a bridge, supplying 'divine nourishment' to merchants in the form of persuasive words. 108 William seems to make a meal of this tale. He takes a hint from his predecessor and runs with it. His seem, as a group, almost over-eager to locate Old English texts containing novel and authentic material. 116 William's mention of his vernacular source can be seen either as authentication or, something rather different, as an authenticating device.
William portrays himself as a detached historian who has diligently consulted the monastic records, not reported mere hearsay. This admirable critical principle is also adhered to, however, by a number of the determined forgers of medieval and Renaissance Europe. 117 William may have honestly believed that an Anglo-Saxon manuscript in his possession had been compiled by King Alfred; but as a participant in the York/Canterbury ecclesiastical controversy, he knew how useful documentation was in affirming the primacy, eminence and antiquity of an institution or its founder. 118 Elsewhere, when he cites from Alcuin's letters, for example, we can detect him altering names and conflating passages that seemed to favour York; 119 he reproduces the notorious 'Canterbury forgeries'; 120 and in his Life of Aldhelm he includes, and probably helped to concoct, forged charters for his beloved Malmesbury. 121 In his account of St Erkenwald, he appears to copy from one source while claiming to be following another. 122 William probably had a greater regard for fact than many of his contemporaries: the slightly younger John of Salisbury invents authors as well as their words ; 123 Geoffrey of Monmouth has his book of Walter in the British tongue, which neither William nor Henry of Huntingdon, he naughtily points out, can read; 124 and later in the century, Saxo Grammaticus, rendering an existing written text, still pretends to be recording oral vernacular traditions. 125 Even sober-minded writers like William of Malmesbury must be read guardedly when we no longer have their sources; in the age of the troubadours and goliards, the resurrection of the scholarly Aldhelm as an oral poet, as a sophisticated counterpart to Bede's illiterate labourer, seems too good to be true.
The search for the Anglo-Saxon oral poet is at least as frustrating as looking for traces of Anglo-Saxon domestic architecture: of course they had houses, and possibly these structures were among the most perfect achievements of the age; but almost all were built of wood and, unlike stone churches, have vanished. Here and there the outlines of a foundation can be perceived; occasionally a posthole or beam slot is uncovered in excavations; but so deep is our ignorance that we usually cannot tell the difference between a sunken living room and a rubbish ditch. Archaeologists sometimes reconstruct, on the basis of analogy and common sense, what the Anglo-Saxon home may have looked like, just as literary historians have tried to build up a picture of the professional oral poet. But that most inseparable and clinging of couples, the unknown and the unknowable, dwell at the very heart of our imaginings, rendering them uninhabitable.
A longing for the past to speak to the present, as one person to another, seems a constant in our search for bardic predecessors, urging us to turn 'the form of things unknown . . . into shapes and [give] to airy nothing/A local habitation and a name'. In Robert Holmes's ode of 1778, King Alfred, having vanquished the Danes with his harp, looks into the distance and conjures up a bardic Walpurgis Night, in which oral poets from every age and clime rise up to celebrate their brotherhood:
Ev'n now to life and wonted fame Some old departed Bard they call; With song they hail his kindred name, And hymn his praise, or mourn his fall. 126
